Persistent hepatitis B virus infection and hepatoma in The Gambia, west Africa. A case-control study of 140 adults and their 603 family contacts.
To determine the incidence of persistent hepatitis B virus infection and its etiologic role as a cause of hepatoma, the authors carried out a case-control investigation of 70 persons with hepatoma, 70 controls, and their families in 1981-1982 in The Gambia, West Africa. The risk of developing hepatoma after the age of 39 years was 1.4% in men and 0.3% in women. Hepatoma occurred more than twice as frequently among persons who had four or more older siblings as among persons who had less than two older siblings. The attributable risk between persistent infection with hepatitis B virus and hepatoma was 78% for individuals aged less than 50 years and 37% for persons aged 50 years or more, with an overall risk of 53%. The high prevalence of hepatitis B surface antigen and hepatitis B e antigen antigenemia in children under 15 years of age (14% of 341 children) and the positive correlation between late birth order and risk of developing hepatoma suggest that postnatal early childhood exposure to hepatitis B virus is an important risk factor. The use of a hepatitis B virus vaccine which provides durable immunity in very young children will probably prevent most cases of hepatoma.